
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Title Page

ASSASSIN

HUNTER

IS REALITY LESS BELIEVABLE THAN MEMORY?


by

Drew Briney

Copyright © 2018 Drew Briney

All rights reserved

ISBN: 978-1-61463-905-3 (Kindle)

ISBN: 978-1-61463-906-0 (Paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-61463-904-6 (Nook/ibook)

Acknowledgements



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




[image: ]




Auralee:

Thank you for brainstorming plot lines with me - it’s always a joy and makes for some of our funnest dates.

––––––––

[image: ]


Heather Lunog, Taylor Sloan, & Bethany Sturgeon:

Thank you for your feedback and edits. I’m always grateful for additional eyes to improve even my shortest book. Authors rarely rise to great heights without help from editors and beta readers.

––––––––

[image: ]


Reviewers:

Writing is worth nothing without readers. Thank you to the many readers who have taken time to review Assassin Hunter and offer invaluable feedback. You’ve given me priceless inspiration.

Reader Praise AH



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


REAL READER PRAISE

[image: ]




from the Assassin Hunter Universe 

––––––––

[image: ]


Very easy rating of 5 stars.  Tony Parsons

Gut wrenching and impactful ... I liked the twists and turns. Laura Rose

A short but powerful story. Can’t wait for another book by this talented writer.  Jackie's Reviews

Spellbinding new world full of action, duplicity, loyalty, compassion, betrayal ... This novella is chock full of adventure, a well described new reality, compelling and captivating characters. Myles Cohen

A very captivating read that keeps you guessing about what is really happening. The blending of magic and advanced technology is unique. ... you want to read more. Paul Sabin

Wow ... The story was a whole different level of telling. I didn’t expect the twist and turns ... the character development was ... like John wick where you feel the lives and backgrounds of certain characters - you just want to know more.  Gabriel Gomez 

Delightfully twisted. I could easily see it on The Twilight Zone. It’s great to find an author who can do justice to this kind of story. An intelligent and entertaining story.  Patricia Terry 

This was an interesting, dark short story with a unique plot. I enjoyed the depth of storytelling around the psionics and technology working together. A great blending of sci and fantasy. Timothy Putney

It is an interesting, intelligent and actually believable story that drove me to read it twice. Highly Recommended.  Andrea Stoeckel

Expertly told with some emotional content and an assassin with a tinge of conscience. Robert Krueger

I ... found it very hard to put down. Assassin novels are one of my favorite stories to read and he didn’t disappoint.  JD Penley 

Dark, visual, interesting – and, frankly, frightening. Well worth reading.  Norma Miles

Captivating Story ... Packed with action and solid characters. Terrific for a long run or a long drive.  Lane

Short but powerful. Jackie’s Reviews

If you like to be on the edge of your seat in every department and sense of the definition, give this a go! You won’t be sorry. Lucian Bane

A mind-altering and puzzling adventure. A very captivating read that keeps you guessing about what is really happening. The blending of magic and advanced technology is unique.  Paul Sabin

Absolutely worth listening to several times. J.M. Wright

I LOVED this story! It enthralled me from the first page to the ending. It’s short, but filled with an incredibly interesting storyline that makes the reader think. Some of the sci-fi gadgets and scenes seem like they could be real and the characters are really relatable and well thought out. Yet another story by Drew Briney that I couldn’t put down! Heather Lunog

Keeps you wanting more ... wish it was longer. Patricia Terry 

I absolutely loved this book. I hope to see future adventures from this world. Vaya Sage kept me on the edge of my seat constantly and I couldn't put this book down! J.D. Penley

Wow ... had me hooked ... enthralled. The story was a whole different level of telling. I didn't expect the twist and turns of the story. ... It was like John wick where you feel the lives and backgrounds of certain characters  - you just want to know more. Gabriel Gomez

SIGN UP FOR DREW’S NEWSLETTER at https://anewbreedofdragon.com for serial stories, book updates, free and discounted books, audiobook giveaways, readings by the author, and much more. 

1 || Faint Shadows



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


FAINT SHADOWS



[image: ]




“I’M TERRIBLY DISAPPOINTED IN YOU.”

The words hung in the air like a spider web hungrily anticipating wandering prey but Vaya Sage was too groggy to recognize the trap. His eyes flittered open and squinted but blurry vision registered little more than a frail figure standing in front of him, a thin splotch of white clothes with long dark hair dripping to a navel, a gothic parody of impressionism that warned him to close his eyes, envision more pleasing images.

With deliberation, Vaya Sage inhaled deeply. Rich pine scents mingled with the musky odors of rotting trees and moss-covered branches greeted his nostrils but the groggy stupor held fast, refused to be casually tossed aside. Coarse bark gnawed at his back, teased his consciousness into recalling his bonds. He tugged against toothed-twine, winced. Sore wrists protested but the pain helped clear his mind so he persisted with repeated, futile efforts as faint shadows of memories began to surface. 

He persisted in his efforts until finally, a particularly ambitious breath revealed the residue of something bitter on his tongue, something he couldn't place. Perhaps it was nothing more than mold-ridden stench coming from a nearby, felled tree, he thought. But the bitterness didn't strike him as organic. Instead, he guessed this was the chalky residue from whatever drug had induced this mind-numbing brain fog. He shook his head again, vainly tried to spit out the taste.

With prodigious patience, the ghost-of-a-figure studied him, jealously held her silence.

Vaya Sage vacillated between blinking his eyes, drawing in deep breaths, and with restraint, bonking his head against the tree trunk in search of any discernible trace of mental clarity. A few agonizingly slow moments passed before he was able to quasi-intelligently process her words. He grumbled something he himself recognized as incoherent before offering something intelligible.

“To be fair, your thugs drugged me. Anyone can be surprised.” He would have said more but his head flopped helplessly, a heavy boulder he could no longer bear to hold up. His eyelids sagged and his eyes rolled as he inadvertently flirted with unconsciousness.  He grunted in protest. It will pass, he promised himself. Give it a few minutes.

“Still,” she coyly persisted. “I heard you were unstoppable, the perfect assassin. Three of my men easily took you down when you knew you were being hunted.” 

The verbal jab at Vaya Sage's pride found its mark, clawed for his attention. “You might as well be proud of shooting me from a satellite,” he groused. “If you're game,” he paused as if speech was laborious, “for a fair rematch, I'm happy to play with any three you choose.” His bravado could have come across as overconfidence but both of them knew substance met speech. He yanked at his bonds but it was little more than an emotional reflex.

With determination, he held his head steady enough to glare at his captor. He could see her somewhat more clearly now. She wore a ruffled, white crop top that hugged her lithe torso beneath the shoulders. The front was triangular, its tip pointing toward and nearly reaching her navel. Matching armbands wrapped her biceps. A loose box-pleated skirt playfully failed to reach mid-thigh and thin, traditional silver threads loosely weaving their way through her long obsidian hair tumbled farther down where they teased the bottom of her skirt. They sparkled, kissed by random rays of sun. Her pristine visage all but demanded dimpled cheeks but her pale blue eyes were what entranced Vaya Sage. Framed by bronze skin and thick eyebrows, they nearly looked otherworldly. Then again, his vision remained somewhat blurry. 

Vaya Sage barely trusted his eyes but this young girl appeared far too young to be engaged in this sort of business. He locked eyes with her for several moments, grimaced as her budding femininity became glaringly obvious.

Keenly aware that years of rough living had prematurely etched for him a biting visage that intimidated seasoned men, Vaya Sage was surprised to find this young girl seemingly unfazed by his gaze. She narrowed her eyes to a slit and then grinned, apparently to taunt her new captive. 

He wasn't surprised when she lobbed another jab. 

“There are running bets over why you were kicked out of your brotherhood.” She pressed her forefinger against her lips and arched her thick eyebrows. “Perhaps you’ve ... been ... slipping?” She stretched out her words like a yawning sloth, slow and deliberate.

Vaya Sage’s icy scowl failed to intimidate his now-less-blurry captor. 

She casually feigned fear before offering a bemused smirk. It fit her well.

“Poor Vaya Sage,” she teased as she slithered toward him. “I’m afraid I’m not a very good host.” 

Her sultry stride was immediately inconsistent and confusing. Vaya Sage estimated she'd barely welcomed her teens. Fourteen at most, he guessed, and yet she oozed with unfeigned confidence as she approached him with the gait of a seasoned siren. He furrowed his brow as he tried to place her role in his abduction. She was too young to hold any allure and yet she glided towards him like a veteran seductress certain of imminent victory.

Awkward. 

She’s a ruse, he deduced. Bait. 

As consciousness more fully emerged, Vaya Sage began to absorb his surroundings and calculate potential methods of escape. This pedophilic siren was nothing more than a diversion, someone intended to instill unthreatened overconfidence. Eyes nonchalantly scanning the forest, he estimated a dozen men held weapons trained on him, ready to take him out the moment he freed himself. 

But he saw nothing.

“Hmmm. You don’t feel safe ...” The teen paused as she drew close, reached up, cradled his strong jaw with her right hand, and offered a reassuring grin. 

Outwardly, she appeared a gracious dove but that didn’t assuage suspicion. Vaya Sage answered nothing, scowled, and continued to survey his surroundings while she caressed his evening stubble with her thumb. 

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. She turned her attention to an enormous, fallen pine tree to her right and waved her hand dismissively. “Men! You’re out.” A few soldiers stepped out of the shadows and walked away. She pointed toward a cluster of heavily leafed trees drenched with hanging lichen that nearly brushed the ground and repeated her command. More men disappeared into the forest. “If anyone else is left, you’re dismissed as well,” she said with the loudest tone her not-yet-mature voice could offer. 

Vaya Sage observed only one more man leaving. Eight total. 

More would be lingering.

Prearranged. All show. 

Smirking, the girl produced a knife from behind her back and let the sun hit the blade as she observed its shaft. “I’m Treiliki,” she announced as she walked around the tree to cut his bonds. The instant the tooth-twine bonds around his wrists and waist gave, Vaya Sage reached down to loosen the ropes around his knee bonds and then gauchely tried to maintain his balance while squatting down to free his ankles. All the while, he discreetly scanned the area for his hood, jacket, boots, and other gear. 

He found nothing but as he searched, he noticed Treiliki was barefoot. Walking around a bed of pine needles, she didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered by their continual pricks. Vaya Sage frowned. He couldn’t help noticing the needle bites and he was standing still. 

As she rounded the tree, Vaya Sage observed that she wore no sheath for her blade. 

Treiliki smirked knowingly as she caught Vaya Sage’s eyes surveying her backside, donned an exaggerated swagger that left him feeling markedly disturbed. He shuddered, considered attacking. If he grabbed her quickly, he could use her as a shield, demand his gear and ... 

No. He needed to wait. Something wasn’t right, something he hadn’t yet identified. He quietly grumbled at Treiliki’s deliberately sensual movements. She seemed overly accustomed to accentuating her barely pubescent figure. Too genuine to be a ploy, this was old hat. 

Despite his profession, Vaya Sage considered himself strictly bound by moral codes and child sex trafficking lurked far beneath those codes. He wanted to slit her abductor’s throat. Already, he sensed the exhilaration of satisfaction as he imagined the kill. When the opportunity arose, Vaya Sage would track him down.

“There,” Treiliki began as she stopped walking away from him, her visage now hidden. “Do you feel safe now?” With stunning deliberation, she turned her head to meet his gaze, her own expression as innocent and unpresuming as a lost child - bone chilling, otherworldly eyes excepted.

Vaya Sage silently scoffed in disbelief, cocked his eyebrow. “No.” 

He wasn’t lying. No boots, no weapons, no legitimate assurance there weren’t still a half dozen drugged darts aimed at his neck. He had next to zero reason to feel safe.

“Hmmm.” Her voice seemed genuinely pensive. “Your gear is eight feet above you.” 

Barely considering she might be setting him up, Vaya Sage looked up and saw his gear. With no low hanging branches, it would be awkward to climb the trunk but he could pull it off fairly quickly, lack of boots notwithstanding. He’d wait to secure gear until later, of course.

“You’re freshly unemployed,” she began again, turning toward her captive and teasing the edge of her blade against her forefinger. “I thought you might enjoy some work. I have a certain contract that needs fulfilled.” 

Vaya Sage gritted his teeth, said nothing as he noted how Treiliki spoke nothing like someone her age. He silently waited for terms. They'd come soon enough.

“You'll hunt down your brotherhood, take them out one at a time, report each job, and I’ll tell you where to find payment when each kill is verified. Payments increase each hit and I pay better than your old boss. When you’re finished, you take out Ji Anna. Fifteen total. Do we have a deal?” Treiliki spoke quickly, like an experienced gangster who didn’t enjoy prolonged conversations. She turned her back to him again, stretched her big toe to trace something in the needled flooring.

Vaya Sage clenched his jaw. Asking for time to consider the offer wasn’t an option. Either he feigned acceptance and fled deeper into hiding or he took the job. Any greenie could discern that this offer didn’t pass the smell test but acceptance remained the only viable option.

“Done.”

Treiliki didn't skip a millisecond. “You have five weeks.”

Involuntarily, Vaya Sage released a mocking gust of air and barely covered a chuckle. The deadline was laughable, nigh unto impossible. True enough, most of the brotherhood would remain local for the next few weeks as they planned their upcoming, convoluted hit. They would need time to review details, contingencies and would be distracted, possibly off guard. At least two others were commissioned to take out Vaya Sage. They wouldn’t be difficult to find. Three more were set up for outside jobs. They would disappear as fast as a diving squid in the abyss. As for Ji Anna, Vaya Sage vaguely remembered she was hiding in a nearby town and he couldn’t recall how he’d learned her location. Perhaps he’d remember when the drugs wore off. 

Regardless, after a few hits, everyone would be on edge. Some would become more aggressive while others would become more stealthy. Either route would make them difficult to take out. But if the first several hits were especially clean, Vaya Sage might earn an extension. Contrarily, if events deteriorated, he could leave traces of his new employer with the newest corpses and disappear with enough fresh money to sustain a humble life on the outskirts of society for a while. The two brotherhoods could fight it out and Vaya Sage would be too remotely secluded to trace. If he played his cards wisely, he'd win either way.

“Done.” 

A branch cracked a dozen paces away. Vaya Sage instantly believed he’d been tricked. Perhaps Treiliki worked for the brotherhood. Perhaps they were merely hunting for an open betrayal to bolster their case. Self preservation kicked in. Vaya Sage lunged toward the young girl, grabbed the knife from her hand as he pulled her to the ground from behind and hooked both his legs around her own. Though much smaller, he held her on top of himself for cover and firmly pressed the knife against the loose flesh hovering over her carotid artery and jugular vein. 

A lion bitten by a lamb wouldn’t have been more surprised. 

Vaya Sage loosed his captive, scrunched into fetal position, fell into convulsions, and began vomiting. Trembling under Treiliki’s psionic attack, Vaya Sage was only vaguely aware when she resumed barking out orders at unseen soldiers. Several minutes passed in silence before he regained enough self control to venture a peek at his captor.

Hovering over him like a cobra, she widened her mouth, hissed.

He recoiled and hugged his knees more tightly, babbled unintelligibly.

Treiliki didn't budge, did little more than breathe as she waited for him to regain his composure. “You gave your word,” she growled in otherworldly tones. “I expect you to keep it.” She ambled away, impregnated the air with a haunting silence. “Don’t disappoint me again,” she added without looking back. 

Vaya Sage’s eyes lingered on her swaggering gait as she disappeared into the forest with men decked in camouflage flanking both her sides. With power like that, why don’t you do it yourself? he wondered. She could probably induce a heart attack just by thinking hard. 

Neither superstitious nor religious Vaya Sage was a dogged skeptic. Until this moment, he’d been entirely unpersuaded to believe in mind control despite impressive advances in promising technologies and nearly ubiquitous local folklore. And yet, there he lay, frozen on the ground like a butterfly trapped by soggy wings, captive by the very thought of some thin little waif with a cutesy name. None of this made sense and it deeply disturbed his reality as he allowed himself time to rest on the pine needle flooring. Slowly, involuntary convulsions eased and sporadic twitching ceased as well. 

After many minutes had passed and with very little dignity remaining, Vaya Sage mustered the courage to climb the tree to recover his gear. As newly appointed assassin hunter, he feared his nerve to carry out this job might fail him.
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VAYA SAGE SAT ATOP A TALL BAMBOO CHAIR AT THE BAR with the chair back hugging a wall and his hooded head closely hovering over scribbles that looked like some eccentric mixture of Sanskrit and Japanese. An onlooker may have guessed he was nearsighted but caution motivated his posture, not poor eyesight. Besides, a hunkered posture offered the deception that he was a small, perhaps overweight.

He’d developed ideograms without any written glossary of terms so his notes couldn’t be compromised in the unlikely event they became stolen but that didn’t stop him from jealously positioning his body around the parchment so his scribblings couldn’t be observed. There was no use in drawing any attention. The average person was bound to ask questions about them and the brotherhood would unquestionably photograph the life out of them only to hire some AI service to determine whatever could be deciphered. He guessed that would probably remain a wasted effort but there was no safety in assuming anything when AI were involved. 

Vaya Sage scratched his nose, inadvertently forgetting the prosthetic one he was wearing was slightly oversized, and then flipped through the holo-menu for a healthy snack. Exotic spices, more especially cumin, passion fruit, and Tongan beans had teased his nostrils despite finishing his main course at least an hour previous and despite having already sampled a half-dozen cocktails from the complimentary e-water, though he had no intention of purchasing any alcohol. He’d probably settle for some meat skewers and a local mango otai blended with thick coconut chunks and then tip the bartender extra for her trouble. 

This was his third day scouting local bars. Normally, Vaya Sage spent time in public judiciously but he suspected this place would attract the men hunting him and that was precisely what he wanted. Having catalogued his experience with Treiliki under high-tech-mind-control gadgets he’d rather avoid, Vaya Sage re-donned his desert of emotions so making himself easy bait was as angst free as soaking in a jetted tub.

His cloak would draw their attention, his newly dyed black hair, prosthetic nose, and temporary UV tattoos would prompt second guessing, and his speaking Tongan with the native bartender would instill uncertainty long enough to give him an advantage. No one knew he’d downloaded Tongan for personal amusement and it had been an unlikely accident that he’d been greeted with an elderly woman from the islands. It made sense that she’d get hired in a quaint, themed-bar like this one but he hadn’t expected fortune to greet him so freely. Still, he was growing impatient that nobody had shown. He continued to fidget with the holo-menu before settling on what appeared to be a local specialty: coconut glazed chicken with guava chunks on a stick.

The moment he raised his hand to summon the bartender’s attention, he heard an eerily familiar hissing sound. Reflexively, he scrunched the parchment in his left hand, snapped his head to glance toward the sound while drawing his hood around to cover his cheeks with his right hand. As expected, he saw two men hanging back in the shadows as if exiting from the restroom, one holding an L-shaped black box he discreetly pointed toward patrons one at a time, the other spraying the room with a spattering of tiny, biting granules that left patrons swatting at their skin as if bitten by a mosquito.

ZN5.

Vaya Sage deftly rolled over the counter to the other side of the bar, ducked low enough to avoid any potential spray, and lunged into the kitchen where he quickly gained footing and began to run. Trying not to cause any trouble, he brushed past a large man who would have given him a run for his money had he not been so surprised and zipped out the back door before he heard the end of shouts undoubtedly castigating him for leaving without paying. He’d make it right some other time.

More shouting erupted from the bar and the unmistakable sound of glass shattering added to the confusion. Undoubtedly dealing with more pressing problems brewing inside, no one bothered to follow Vaya Sage out the back door. He was grateful for that small echo of fortune but was more abundantly grateful he hadn’t felt any mosquito-esque pricks on his skin as he ran through the back alley. 

He expected members of the brotherhood would use this route as they exited so he hid behind a malodorous, graffiti-laden dumpster that had seen shinier days. Still in shock, Vaya Sage’s mind reeled with uncertainties. He could have anticipated dozens of scenarios the brotherhood might have chosen to attack him but this approach wouldn’t have made the list. 

Instinctively, he sunk his right hand underneath his sleeve so he could unzip his hoodie without anything touching his fingers, tore the zipper downward as fast as possible, and tossed the hoodie to the ground underneath the dumpster where he’d be certain not to accidentally touch it again. He inwardly grumbled over blatantly leaving DNA evidence behind but keeping it on wasn’t an option. So-called memory granules were largely ineffective when they didn’t directly puncture skin but they were designed to induce mini-lacerations to allow drugs to enter the bloodstream. Wearing tainted clothing wasn’t a risk he was willing to entertain, at least, not with a memory implanting ZN5 unit less than a quarter block away. 

Mind still racing, he hoped no granules had landed on his parchment and he figured he’d have to throw away both pants and parchment as soon as he had an opportunity. He certainly couldn’t do that now. It was one thing to walk through town with a bullet proof graphene tank top in the chill of the evening. It was quite another to run through town sporting naught but your underwear.

Vaya Sage clinched his jaw as he waited to spot the two men or the unmistakable, sleek design for the rare ZN5 unit. He’d seen it briefly, largely without markings, but small enough to conceal underneath a trench coat. Old school units hadn’t been portable. Only newer models were gun-like and the havoc they’d wreaked had been both predictable and unbelievable. Nevertheless, penalties for possession of a ZN5 were so heavy, even he hadn’t seen more than images of portable ZN5 units. And that was truly saying something. Times were changing.

Continually distracted by retracing what few details he could conjure, he wondered what upgrades portable models might have before estimating he’d be the only bar patron who’d have a clue what really happened there that night. Lips pursed and brow furrowed, he squatted down with his back next to cracked stucco and anxiously waited for two men to appear. It seemed unjustifiably long before they rounded the corner and coolly meandered down the alleyway as if they’d just returned from an early night downing a flight of beers. Sloppy. 

Or spines of steel.

Silently crouching, Vaya Sage weighed the advantages of taking out these two men or sniping them from a distance after following them back to their hotel. He settled on the latter. If they’d been implanting memories in the bar, they’d be doing it to cover their own hit, which thankfully, hadn’t been Vaya Sage. Increasing the body count in the back alley would assuredly draw a more careful investigation, making covering his tracks more difficult, especially considering his granule-tainted hoodie, and none of that took into consideration the obvious fact that close-quartered hits tended to be messier.

Thankfully, the two men entered predictable transportation. The brotherhood misguidedly preferred gray Zent hovercraft. Supposedly, they were so common that they were easily lost in traffic but to Vaya Sage’s trained eyes, specific amenities often gave them away. No decorations, black interior, flat black blades, and as few lights as local laws allowed, brotherhood hovercraft caught his attention from long distances. He watched it preparing to launch, removed a slim tracking pen from his back pants pocket, and aimed it at the vehicle the moment both men looked away from his location. Tiny lights registered a successful tracking link. 

When the hovercraft launched, he sprinted to his own vehicle, synched his tracking pen, and instructed his hovercraft to anticipate the other craft’s location and to arrive first while he unpacked his old school Russian sniping rifle. He preferred classic weapons when they could be used effectively. While they were easier to track, only the wealthy could afford more effective laser rifles so he traditionally rotated old school guns with the brotherhood who laser-rebored, refurbished, and DNA-cleansed his weapons after a hit. Occasionally, he used higher tech weapons owned by the brotherhood for especially complicated hits but penalties for possession were so high that it wasn’t worth the risk to use them on more mundane jobs. He still had one but he wouldn’t be using it today.

Soon, Vaya Sage was wearing a new, grayish-black jacket with gadget-filled pockets and discreetly lying across two seats with a window down far enough to allow a clear shot at his brothers the moment they exited their hovercraft, which his own hovercraft had estimated would land within ten seconds. He counted the numbers silently in his own head now that the hovercraft was turned off. 

Disappointingly, the gray Zent landed on a corner of the parking pad Vaya Sage hadn’t anticipated so he deftly tumbled out the left window to take up a better position. He was still on higher ground so within seconds, his shots found their marks as the two men headed toward the back hotel doors. 

Both men down, Vaya Sage tossed his rifle into his hovercraft and ran to the brother assassins, deftly grabbing a small pistol with his right hand and checking the fit of a thin glove on his left. It was thin enough to check a pulse but that wouldn’t be his focus.  

When he arrived at their sides, he quickly checked vitals and noted one was barely breathing. Perfect. But he still needed to hurry. Skillfully searching pockets while keeping an eye on the breathing brother, Vaya Sage located his holo-unit and initiated brain scanning identification before he died. Scans still worked post-mortem (he’d tried before) but they quickly became unreliable and the brotherhood used nothing less secure so if it didn’t work, he wouldn’t obtain access to any files without an overriding security clearance he wouldn’t obtain before taking out Anna. A green light flickered. Gratitude flashed through Vaya Sage’s heart as he raced through the holo-unit’s settings to turn off all security requirements so he could pilfer through files later when there was more time. 

In the distance, he heard a sound that may have been city security. Abounding with caution, Vaya Sage spotted and pocketed the ZN5 unit, regrettably left the unfound granule sprayer behind, and backtracked a half dozen paces before shooting the barely breathing man a second time. Well placed, he was certain he wouldn’t be breathing when medical help arrived. Despite not hearing any other signs of security, Vaya Sage ran back to his hovercraft as fast as possible, jumped into his seat, engaged the engine, and instructed autopilot to fly him to his own hotel as inconspicuously as possible while he carefully removed his glove and turned it inside out. He’d run it, the holo-unit, and the ZN5 through a DNA cleanser as soon as he returned to his room, call in the hit, and pick up payment before morning.
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BLINDS PULLED, CURTAINS DRAWN, AND LAMPS ON, VAYA SAGE sat on the floor, as far from the window as possible, and scrolled through holo-unit files. Insomnia often visited after his jobs so he hadn’t slept more than an hour all night. If it was dawn outside, the light was still too faint to see through the blinds and curtains. Unsurprisingly, the unit brimmed with misleading, useless files but his discerning eye eventually uncovered the gold it sought after. One portion of a news article tore at his attention: 

Brain scans from several eye witnesses confirmed their presence at the crime. Eyewitnesses uniformly allege Qi Jon and Essa Fen, suspected members of a clandestine organization of assassins, shot and killed Mahal Ashbaz and three of his children, one of whom had been recently appointed as Ashbaz’s heir to the quickly growing Blazing Monkey franchise. Typically, a quadruple homicide with multiple eye witnesses would have landed Jon and Fen behind bars without bail until trial but their own, preliminary brain scans inconclusively determined they were not present at the crime scene. After successfully arguing for his clients to be released on bail, defendants’ attorney, Jack Des Honet called for more thorough brain scans to be run on each witness to determine if they were themselves victims of memory implants. While motives to frame Jon and Fen initially sounded outlandish, Des Honet disclosed that Treiliki Naktai holds significant stock in a rival corporation and alleged this as a possible motive to stage an elaborate ploy to frame his clients.

The rest of the article was a standard recap about the brotherhood and hearing dates. Another clipped article attached to the first continued: 

Des Honet’s request drew scathing criticism from local law enforcement and the prosecuting attorney as overly broad and far reaching but Judge Waddups quickly shut down the prosecution’s objections, noting defendants Qi Jon and Essa Fen had a constitutional right to pursue this evidence in their defense. However, two witnesses recently filed independent pleadings arguing that the additional, comprehensive scans requested by Des Honet violate their First Amendment privacy rights so further proceedings are at a standstill until their motions are heard by the trial court.

Experts on memory implants immediately called further scans wasteful as Des Honet’s theory would require technology more sophisticated than common brain scan units currently possess and would require transporting witnesses across the country to find a suitable lab. Even then, results for such tests would be inconclusive at best and tantamount to get out of jail free cards at worst.

The article continued to lambast Des Honet but that was of little interest to Vaya Sage. He crumpled his brow, considered the information. Why hadn’t he heard about this before? Both the brotherhood and Treiliki publicly operated as legitimate, commercial businesses but the brotherhood’s claim that Treiliki framed them was clearly dubious as he’d witnessed them using the ZN5 and granule sprayer earlier that evening. He’d held the ZN5 unit himself so there was no question but that it was real.

Contrarily, he considered he hadn’t taken time to identify either of the men - both of whom were undoubtedly wearing camouflaging prosthetics. Theoretically, that allowed for the possibility that they could have been part of a different organization but there were too many other details pointing to the brotherhood for Vaya Sage to seriously doubt what he’d observed. Nevertheless, nagging suspicions needled his thoughts as he retraced every detail he could summon.

Too tired to gain much intellectual traction on the matter, his thoughts teetered on a half dozen issues before settling on payment. He’d picked it up after calling in the hit but he still needed to stop by a bank to verify that the card’s screen accurately identified its value. The bank wouldn’t open for at least a few more hours so he’d have to be patient. 

The DNA cleansing unit’s whirring transitioned into silence until the indicator light glowed red. Vaya Sage leaned hard, grabbed tongs to transfer red sludgy bacterial-laden items from one small silicon barrel to another, closed the lid, and set the unit to finish the cleanse. He was grateful the ZN5 unit easily disassembled and fit into the barrels. Desperation would have allowed everything to be handled and “rinsed” manually but the simpler procedure with barrels was much more accommodating.

Earlier, he’d destroyed his pants and parchment after copying the contents, selectively wiped the memory of his tracker pen and the hovercraft tracking unit, and called in the hit. Once the DNA cleanser finished rinsing its contents, the only thing left to do was verify funds. 

Given the rinsing ZN5 unit and his own recent run-in with Treiliki, Vaya Sage determined a visit to a local, licensed memory physician might not be out of order. He tossed the idea around his head a time or two as he flipped through the remaining files in the holo-unit. It didn’t appear that there was anything else worthwhile to be found. He guessed a local AI search might conjure up more information but further manual searching was probably a wasted endeavor. He considered throwing the unit away but decided not to, a gut feeling guiding his decision.

*** ** ***
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VAYA SAGE AWAKENED WITH A START, IMMEDIATELY SURPRISED that he’d fallen asleep but grateful for what little rest he’d received. Less than an hour later, he’d gathered his gear, checked out of the hotel, eaten a light breakfast, and arrived at the bank closest to a licensed memory physician. 

Inside, he patiently made his way through three security scanners required for larger transactions. Initially, he’d objected because his card shouldn’t have triggered heavier security policies but when he’d informed the front teller that he wanted to verify the card’s screen amount, she’d mouthed off a veritable storm about bank policies until he conceded defeat. He’d nearly determined to leave but he wasn’t willing to continue pursuing risky hits with any nagging doubts about payment teasing his subconscious so for now, he’d submit to rules and regulations and high brow social controls.

“How may I help you, sir?” The banker’s expression was as empty as Vaya Sage’s confidence with this financial transaction. 

Short and pudgy, the middle-aged man looked as if he’d grown too cynical to have any close friends and he wore a stiff, formal shirt and vest combo that suggested an overactive ego. Unusually deep wrinkles and a crinkled nose cemented Vaya Sage’s observation despite oversized, round glasses that nearly transformed the man’s appearance into something more comical than crotchety. Habitually grumpy, he guessed.

“I need to verify this card’s value and transfer it to universal funds.”

“I see. Working under the table?” the banker asked, perhaps with disdain.

“Private loan repayment,” Vaya Sage countered, trying not to betray his annoyance. None of your freaking business, he silently added.

“Mmm.” The banker slid the card into a buzzing, gray box where it was greedily sucked in, scanned, and spit out the opposite side. The box beeped.

“It’s good,” the pudgy man announced as he moved it to another, darker unit that shot the card through a processing tube where it was noisily munched. Working his way through a myriad of prompts, the banker took his time before asking the inevitable question: “Would you like to open an account with us today? I recommend our platinum account for accounts this large. They’re guaranteed—”

“No, thank you,” Vaya Sage interjected, “I have an uber-mesh,” and unveiled a safety pouch from an inner breast pocket before adding, “I prefer portable funds.”

The pudgy banker peered over his glasses disapprovingly and nodded. “Of course. How many cards would you prefer?”

“One is fine.” Vaya Sage nearly chuckled to see the banker’s face scrunch in surprise but guarded a placid expression. He looked away casually and tried not to notice the banker eyeing his appearance while making a host of silent judgments, perhaps concluding the world based on the clothes on his back. He had bigger concerns. Discretely, Vaya Sage surveyed the area in search of any brewing trouble but didn’t find any. Neither did he expect any but habits were hard to break and in his line of work, every precaution was necessary.

Short, fat fingers passed a new card to Vaya Sage as the banker offered well-wishing about as warm as a naked mole rat in mid-winter. When Vaya Sage attempted to meet the man’s gaze to return the courtesy, he cut himself short, doubting the pudgy man would even register his words. Already, his mind appeared to be somewhere else, somewhere dark and lonely, Vaya Sage estimated. He knew that feeling all too well and suddenly wished he was in a different city, sipping an exotic cocktail and trying to forget the world. He curtly nodded at the banker who wasn’t paying attention and found the nearest exit.

Pressing down the commercial corridor, Vaya Sage vigilantly kept his head low, hidden beneath his now hooded head, and his eyes high, surveying the area for anything amiss. As he rounded the final corner, searching for the clinic sign, he spotted a disturbingly familiar face. Failing to respond inconspicuously, he stared hard at the man entering the same clinic he was headed toward. He grimaced, increased his pace, and took a deep breath. It couldn’t be. He’d verified both hits the night before. There was no way either was alive and if by miracle one had survived, he certainly wouldn’t be wandering around town this soon.

Before Vaya Sage opened the glass clinic door, he scolded himself, considered that however uncanny the resemblance, the man who’d entered the clinic ahead of him resembled the prosthetic of the brother he’d taken down, not the actual assassin himself. Disappointingly, the man was already heading into an office and disappearing behind a closed door so Vaya Sage couldn’t confirm anything. Observing the man more closely wouldn’t have really helped much, he knew, but something about the coincidence disturbed him and it seemed a second glance would have been comforting. He continued walking toward the main desk as if nothing happened.

“Would you like to set an appointment?” The cutest button of a ginger greeted the seasoned assassin with an expression that hinted at the combined naiveté of two-score lambs. From her bubbly smile and youthful appearance, Vaya Sage musingly guessed she’d probably needed parental permission to land a job at a place like this. He forced a smile. It wasn’t too hard. She was quite attractive.

“Actually, I’m only here for your complimentary service,” he began. 

“Aha!” the ginger receptionist gloated, “I spotted you as a hardcore gamer the moment I laid eyes on you. Love the hood.” She winked. “What’s your name?” Her charismatic smile and contagious energy stopped Vaya Sage from bothering to correct her faulty observation.

“Vaya Enta Sage.” He spoke each name emphatically with a pause in between.

“Spelling?”

Perfunctorily, he offered each letter distinctly as he eyed the office, noting a strip of heavily worn carpet that undoubtedly marked the path to back offices and brain scanners. Building codes would require a conspicuous emergency exit and signage. The opposing hallway carpet was less worn and sported slightly brighter hues.

The receptionist swathed through a few prompts before announcing, “there’s nothing here,” with a look of dismay. “Did I get the spelling right?” She rotated the holo-screen for Vaya Sage’s verification. 

It checked out fine. 

“Yes,” he said.

“Uhhh. If you’re thinking you’ve had a memory implant, it must be untagged,” she began, “unless ... is it from earlier this morning?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Sometimes the national database takes an hour to update on our system. It can be unbearably slow, you know?” 

Vaya Sage tried to manage a supporting smile but his expression must have given him away.

“Wow.” Her bubbly countenance morphed into worry. “We always recommend you report any untagged memories to the police right away. If you’d like to fill out our form, we can see if you qualify for a free agency scanning to report illegal activity and for treatment if they find anything. I’m so sorry. Here—”

“There it is,” Vaya Sage announced, faking recognition of the telltale tag that would appear at the end of any implanted memory regardless of its original source. Gaming institutions, adult entertainment, and various drug imitating services all used the same personalized tag. Occasional illegal services even used tags to stake their claim that they hadn’t transcended memory implant laws. Vaya Sage’s tag was a white rhino with a bloody horn. He hadn’t changed it since childhood. The tag appeared differently with each vendor but it was always recognizable as a memory tag. He wished he’d really seen it. Even a gory, horror inducing version would have been welcome. Despite grave disappointment, he ventured a relieved smile, hoped it was passingly convincing.

“Whew,” the receptionist said with a charismatic grin. “You had me worried. I’m sooo glad it popped up. Sometimes they get buggy, you know? showing up later than expected.” She was energetically gesticulating with her arms and upper body now. “I hate it when that happens.” She squinted her eyes and nose for emphasis and then offered the most contagious smile he’d ever seen.

Involuntarily, he released a genuine smile in return. 

“Yeah, no kidding,” he answered, shaking his head and trying to appear completely reassured. As his mind raced, he looked deeply into the ginger’s eyes and held out his hand. 

Visibly surprised, she accepted his brief handshake.

“It was a pleasure meeting you and a joy to witness your charming smile,” he offered, using a line he hadn’t visited for years. It felt canned but in these situations, almost nothing he said felt honest, even when he was being completely authentic. Hiding in the shadows for a living does that to a man. He winked for good measure and turned away slowly enough to see that she continued to smile energetically.

Inwardly, Vaya Sage swore, cursed whatever fortune had generated this bad luck. He was all but certain he’d suffered a memory implant and maybe even partial memory erasures. Bare feet on pine needles, no sheath for a young teen’s blade, a psionic blast, and an otherworldly voice that was probably nothing more than a high tech parlor trick. Sure, it would be illegal but what was that to an organization of assassins? Add those details to a real life ZN5 unit and the oddly familiar face of the man at the licensed memory physician clinic and there was little doubt he’d been whitewashed with false memories. 

But he couldn’t risk a free police scan.

The money checked out. He hadn’t felt any deep remorse or unusual feeling after having killed his two brothers. Intuitively, Vaya Sage knew that wasn’t a normal layman reaction and as an assassin, he didn’t dare expose his memories to disapproving government eyes. On the flip side, comprehensive, illegal scans were exorbitantly expensive. He’d need to pop off another few hits to afford one.

Inside his pocket, his holo-comm buzzed. He pulled it out as he re-donned his hood and hit the sidewalk with a rapid-fire pace. But it was only a calendar alert. He returned the holo-comm to his pocket and continued his route back to the hovercraft. 

The conference where most members of the brotherhood would be gathering started in the late afternoon. Vaya Sage began turning over each segment of his plans in his head, noting which weapons he’d stashed where and which backup plans would work best under various circumstances. Rarely were hits this complicated but this one could be extremely profitable so he couldn’t allow any room for error. Besides, if he waxed careless in the slightest, the brotherhood would be on high alert and that would all but guarantee he’d miss his five week deadline. As things were, he’d be lucky to beat it anyway.
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“VAYGE?” THE SMOOTH ALTO VOICE SOUNDED FROM BEHIND. Only one person ever called him that and she was part of the brotherhood. 

Apprehensive that he’d turn around to find a gun trained on him, Vaya Sage slowly turned to avoid appearing threatening, carefully placing his right hand in his front jacket pocket where he slowly, methodically unsheathed a blade, feigned a smile. He couldn’t have been more surprised to find Midi Ella dressed to the nines more than two blocks away from the conference center.

Typically, Vaya Sage held a deep preference for blonds but Midi Ella was an undeniable exception. She had huge brown eyes outlined by luscious eyelashes and a soft visage surrounded by hair that had landed her professional modeling gigs before she’d joined the brotherhood. And she boasted a figure as enticing as any man could reasonably aspire to imagine. Today, it was on showcase, wrapped in a rich blue, form-fitting, sleeveless dress with myriads of tantalizing cutouts. The all but missing lower portion of her skirt left Vaya Sage feeling grateful for his eyes.

“Wow,” he growled, “you look fabulous.” His gaze wandered to her purse before taking another tour of her figure. He spotted no weapons and her purse was zipped shut, preventing easy access. She was wearing see-through, lacy gloves that didn’t show any signs of hiding a tasing patch. Neither would she be able to lace gloves like that with tainted chemicals. 

Sloppy.

Midi Ella appreciatively smiled as she glanced sideways and began walking toward Vaya Sage with such casualness, he felt unnerved, borderline confused. 

Glock strapped to her back. 

That was the only possibility. True, a long distance rifle could be trained on him but it seemed unlikely. No one expected his presence and he’d barely exited his hovercraft, which he’d disguised with a temporary paint wrap and parked next to another Zent hovercraft of a similar blue hue. Midi Ella was too far from the conference to have been sent as a diversion so he estimated the chances of her being unarmed were slim to none. 

It had to be a chance encounter ... unless she’d spotted him the night before when he’d inconspicuously planted backup weapons. In that case ... 

Possibilities were becoming messy.

Until now, things had been going well. The area was mostly void of activity. Vaya Sage didn’t want to attract attention by carrying off a close-up, bloody hit before the conference but if he let her go, she’d alert the others to his presence.

And she was closing the distance.

He held back expressions of mounting frustration, maintained a pleasant smile.

“I almost didn’t recognize you. You dyed your hair.” Midi Ella grinned but it may have been forced. “I like it.” She slipped off her right glove, reached up to inspect his newly black locks, twirled them in her fingers, and sported a new smile that looked more genuine. Suddenly, her demeanor changed as she backed up slightly to look him in the eyes. She seemed genuinely concerned. “Where have you been? We’ve been worried.”

Apprehensive, Vaya Sage monitored her hands as she tenderly wrapped them around his back to embrace him as she commonly did when greeting other members of the brotherhood. She was quirky like that but then, she used her femininity to assist her hits so it suited her well. Just before her chest reached his own, he finished unsheathing his blade and prepared to slip it between her ribs and into her lungs to stifle any call for help. He’d slice it sideways to ensure the puncture was thorough enough to allow as speedy and speechless death as possible.

Momentarily, he allowed self indulgence to override caution, received her comforting energies as they embraced. He wasn’t prone to taking unnecessary risks but something deep within his soul demanded to be heard, demanded that he relish the moment. He savored the smell of her hair and luxuriated in her tantalizing flesh as he deeply plunged his blade into her back and sliced it sideways while turning his own body so Midi Ella’s blood would flow onto the garden soil adjoining the walkway where they stood. He anticipated that predictable, overwhelming rush that came with intimate hits but it didn’t come.

“Vayge,” she gasped, her voice reduced to a barely audible whisper. 

He pushed her body away from his own to look into those seductive eyes that had lured others to their doom. He wanted to see her expression as she came to the realization that she hadn’t fooled him. He’d beaten her at her own game. 

Instead, her eyes exploded with confusion as they searched his hardened gaze. He saw, more than he heard, her last whispered plea, “help.” Her tight grasp on his clothing slowly loosened as she lost consciousness. 

Vaya Sage grabbed her purse to press against her wound, slow the blood flow as he carried her back to his hovercraft so there would be less mess to clean off of the walkway but even as he did, his gut wrenched. Something felt terribly wrong. An image flashed in his mind, Midi Ella pulling Vaya Sage close to kiss him passionately. He could nearly feel her hand cupped around his neck, pulling him closer. He clenched his jaw, scowled as his emotions tangled into a discordant mess. What was this? 

Carrying a near lifeless corpse, he contemplated Midi Ella’s gentle face, still somewhat contorted with confusion and winced as another scene flashed through his mind. A noticeably younger Midi Ella charismatically beamed with a toothy smile while dancing, one arm outstretched away from him, the other tightly clinging to his own as she beautifully unwound from his embrace. Her neck and chest faintly glistened from dancing on a hot summer’s evening. He suppressed a grieving reflex, a soulful cringe of deep regret, an out-of-place-random desire to kiss her neck, taste her skin on his lips before laying her to rest. Vaya Sage scowled, clenched his jaw, shook his head as he glanced over his shoulder to verify no one was around to see him disposing of her body.

Even if intravenously frozen while awaiting treatment, Midi Ella’s chances of survival were infinitesimally small. But he didn’t fail to notice an ever-growing urge to rush her to a hospital as his soul primevally protested her death. He groaned as he brushed two brown bottles of waste disposal spray out of the way with his elbow while laying her body onto the cockpit floor. Blood now flowed freely as her body lay oddly twisted, free of the pressure he’d been applying to the wound. He gruffly shoved her body into a more discrete position that he hoped would slow her bleeding to facilitate clean up later. 

Vaya Sage huffed, silently castigated himself for pondering medical help, even momentarily. He’d just taken out an unscrupulous assassin. There was no room for regret. She was part of a brotherhood of child killers, a den of amoral vagabonds who’d once united under a more noble cause. 

Vaya Sage couldn’t countenance killing innocents. He’d never taken a job that required the killing of someone for the sake of revenge. There needed to be a legitimate reason behind his hits. Justice. Betterment of society. Prevention of wrongdoing. Protection of country.

But as he took his last look at Midi Ella’s pristine face, he couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow, this kill had been none of those things. Somehow, he’d broken his code. On top of that, he felt like he’d just lost a loved one. But that too was impossible, ridiculous. There was no love among assassins - only a bond of brotherhood united under a common banner - and Vaya Sage was no longer aligned with their corrupted ideals.

He spat as he shut the cockpit door and began spraying the ground with a milky brown substance that quickly bubbled as it made contact with the blood. He didn’t look back as he moved along. He was behind schedule now. And he knew how effective the bacteria in the milky brown sludge was. Within seconds, it would eat up every discernible trace of blood and then it would appear to be nothing more than a faint vestige of someone’s coffee spill. Usually, that too, appeared days old if it was noticeable at all.

Less than a minute later, Vaya Sage tossed the brown spray bottle into a dumpster. Set to gently self destruct, the bottle would release plastic eating bacteria that would destroy the bottle and allow the brown sludge to fend for itself at the bottom of the dumpster. Then, he all but sprinted to the back door of the hotel on the opposite side of the street as the conference. Sensing the keycard in his pocket, the door opened automatically. Impatient, Vaya Sage pulled the door open faster and ran to the stairwell where he began leaping stairs two at a time until he reached the twelfth floor. 

Soon, he was laying across two chairs, breathing heavily and focusing the scope to his magma-rifle through a cracked window and adjusting its heat vision to accommodate current levels of fading daylight. He set the heat vision to overlay normal vision to enhance his window shots while allowing him to trace hits that disappeared behind walls as well. Only two figures graced the conference room. They too were behind schedule. He had time to spare.

Still struggling to rein in his emotions, Vaya Sage pounded his fist against his heart and quietly released a grunt of frustration. A half-score chest poundings later, he slid into one of the chairs and flopped his head against its back, exhaled loudly. What was happening? He didn’t have time to deal with emotions. There was no room for grieving or frustration, no room for mistakes. He had to run through nine hits today in short order. If he was lucky, they’d all be in the conference room. If not, three would be in the room next to the conference room. Worst case scenario, someone would be running from one room to the other to alert living brothers that they were under attack. That meant he had to be meticulous, fast, and proficient. This was a tight operation, not time for a mini-meltdown. 

But what were those scenes flashing through his mind? They felt like memories. But they didn’t fit what he knew to be true. His heart vehemently objected to his reasoning but what did that matter? Emotions were for the weak. He’d mastered his long ago. He’d swallowed them, choked them thoroughly, suppressed them for years. Why they were surfacing now, he didn’t know. All he knew is they were unwelcome and confusing.

He pounded the chair’s arm and stood back up, jaw clenched and resolve in check. If he had to wait an hour until the conference room was full, he’d do it motionlessly sitting behind his magma-rifle. And if that didn’t work out, he had a second set up on the roof ready to go.
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ANNOYED, VAYA SAGE HUNKERED NEAR THE LEDGE OF THE BUILDING, hooded, underneath a heat reflecting blanket, and carefully observing the layout of the conference, waiting, hoping for a more perfect set up. He’d waited at least a half hour in the hotel room before surmising that the brotherhood had changed their meeting room last minute and his remote backup was now the only method of ensuring a clean attack. Lady luck was clearly expressing her displeasure with him today and it appeared that a nasty breakup was inevitable. 

Nevertheless, he waited patiently, magma-rifle in hand, settings re-optimized every several minutes as lighting conditions changed. Dusk was approaching. Eight brothers were in the conference room, which was informally split into two sections. Ji Anna appeared to be napping in a room down the hall. 

Waiting for eight ducks to neatly line up in a row seemed an unreasonably high expectation but something told Vaya Sage to patiently wait for a better opportunity so even when everyone’s positions looked decent, he did nothing. Eventually, they’d sit around a large table or in chairs facing a whiteboard or in some other quasi-organized fashion. When they did, he’d shoot as linearly as possible: whomever was closest to the doors nearest Ji Anna would go down first. That would keep them from alerting her about the attack. None of the others would be able to take cover in time. Magma lasers would burn through the walls or glass in complete silence. The bullets would follow milliseconds later, and the process would be relatively unheard from a distance with his MTM silencer snugly in place. 
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